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ABSTRACT

IS user competency, or the ability to realize the fullest
potential and the greatest performance from IS use, is
important for IS users. However, which factors contribute
to IS user competency is unclear. Based on the findings of
previous research, a model of IS user competency was
developed that focuses on IS-specific characteristics: (i)
domain knowledge of and skills in IS, (ii) willingness to
try and to explore IS, and (iii) capability of perceiving IS
value. The model was validated using the survey
approach and the findings suggest that all three factors are
pivotal to IS user competency, with willingness to try and
to explore IS being the most significant factor. The results
suggest that IS user training should not only incorporate
the requisite operational understanding of IS, but should
also develop users’ ability to understand the value of IS
and, most importantly, their willingness to explore IS.
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and skills in IS, willingness to try and to explore IS, and
capability of perceiving IS value.

IS User Competency, Willingness to Try and to Explore
IS, Capability of Perceiving IS Value, Domain
Knowledge of and Skills in IS

The constructs from previous research that share
similarities with domain knowledge of and skills in IS
include technology cognizance (Nambisan et al. 1999), IT
knowledge (Bassellier et al. 2003), and ability to explore
(Nambisan et al. 1999). In comparing willingness to try
and to explore IS with existing MIS constructs in the
literature,
similarities
emerge
with
personal
innovativeness in the domain of IT (Agarwal and Prasad
1998), trying to innovate with IT (Ahuja and Thatcher
2005), and intention to explore a technology (Nambisan et
al. 1999). The most prominent similarities between
capability of perceiving IS value and constructs in the
MIS literature are with perceived usefulness (Davis 1989),
perceived value (Kim and Kankanhalli 2009), and
technology cognizance (Nambisan et al. 1999). However,
none of the earlier works have tested the effect of these
factors on IS user competency. Therefore, studying ISspecific factors in an IS user competency context has the
potential to not only fill an important gap in the literature,
but also create a more complete nomological network that
associates these constructs with IS user competency.

INTRODUCTION

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION AND HYPOTHESES

The need to innovate and develop strategic advantages
through IS usage, and to do so with greater expedition
than one’s competitors, has become the norm. Hence,
developing IS user competency, or the ability to realize
the fullest potential and greatest performance from IS use
(Boudreau 2003, Eschenbrenner and Nah 2007, Marcolin
et al. 2000) is of importance in organizations.
Competency refers to “skills, behaviors, and capabilities
that allow employees to perform specific functions”
(Levy 2006, p. 78). However, it is not clear what set of
skills, behaviors and capabilities are associated
specifically with IS user competency. Hence, the research
question is: What are the relevant factors of IS user
competency?

The objective of this research is to validate whether the
three IS-specific factors – domain knowledge of and skills
in IS, willingness to try and to explore IS, and capability
of perceiving IS value – explains IS user competency (see
Figure 1). In the previous study (Eschenbrenner and Nah
2007), these factors emerged in a grounded fashion from a
qualitative study. In this section, we identify related
theories to explain their relationships with IS user
competency and generate hypotheses for this study.

Keywords

LITERATURE REVIEW

In pursuit of discovering IS-specific factors associated
with IS user competency, this research entailed validating
the IS-specific factors identified in previous research
(Eschenbrenner and Nah 2007) – domain knowledge of

Future Time Perspective Theory
To assess the relationship between capability of
perceiving IS value and IS user competency, we draw on
the Future Time Perspective Theory, which proposes that
the utility value of a present factor or task for achieving a
future goal or accomplishing a future task is important for
persistence, motivation, and performance outcomes
(Simons et al. 2000, 2003, 2004). Utility value is the
perceived value that a particular factor acquires because
one relates this factor as being instrumental in achieving
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certain outcomes, which can be either long-term or shortterm goals (Simons et al. 2004). For IS users, being able
to perceive the value of IS may influence achieving future
goals such as attaining IS user competency. If individuals
can perceive the value of utilizing IS, they may be more
likely to achieve IS user competency.
H1: Capability of perceiving IS value will positively
influence IS user competency.
According to Simons et al. (2004), “future time
perspective theorists also value…the utility of what is
learned for the future.” (p. 345). In regard to the cognitive
aspects of future time perspectives, individuals can
comprehend the long-term implications of behaviors (De
Volder and Lens 1982). Research findings have shown
that individuals with high GPAs and persistence in their
studies attached greater value to future goals and to
studying hard to reach these future goals than those with
lower GPAs and less study persistence. Therefore, those
with greater knowledge or skills (i.e., higher GPAs)
identified greater value in studying to achieve future
goals. In an IS context, this may imply that having
knowledge and skills in IS can influence the value one
assigns to IS or the understanding of the benefits and
opportunities that might be obtained with IS. Therefore,
domain knowledge of and skills in IS is hypothesized to
influence capability of perceiving IS value.
H2: Domain knowledge of and skills in IS will positively
influence capability of perceiving IS value.
Theory of Trying

The theory of trying, an extension of both the theory of
planned behavior (Ajzen 1985) and the theory of goal
pursuit (Bagozzi and Edwards 1998), proposes that trying
is a reflection of action and some aspects of actual
behavior (Ahuja and Thatcher 2005). Trying has been
referred to as “mental and physical activities leading up to
and regulating the instrumental acts directly producing
goal attainment” (Bagozzi and Edwards 1998, p. 598).
Arguments have been made that if individuals are
constrained by a lack of resources, they may not be
interested in engaging in exploration (Thatcher et al.
2003). Researchers have proposed that “in order to
effectively utilize a new technology in an innovative
manner…Organizational actors need to understand both
what the technology is capable of providing, as well as
how it might best be utilized within the constraints
imposed by the existing organizational environment and
work processes (Nambisan et al. 1999, 371). In the
context of IS, having domain knowledge of and skills in
IS is expected to increase one’s willingness to explore or
attempt to try IS.
H3: Domain knowledge of and skills in IS will positively
influence willingness to try and to explore IS.

Validation of a Model of IS User Competency

As referred to in the Theory of Trying, trying is a
reflection of action and satisfying all of the necessary
conditions for performance of a particular behavior
(Mathur 1998). Also, trying is associated with the
activities that provide the structure for actions to occur
and achieve certain outcomes (Bagozzi and Edwards
1998). Therefore, if one is in a state of willingness to try
and to explore, this could provide the condition for certain
behaviors to occur and outcomes to be realized.
Previous MIS research has cited that innovating with
technologies can result in realizing the full potential of IT
(Ahuja and Thatcher 2005). Therefore, in the context of
IS user competency, willingness to try and to explore IS
may result in IS user competency or the ability to realize
the fullest potential and the greatest performance from IS
use. Suggestions have also been made that users may
acquire an initial introduction and awareness to a
particular technology, but the knowledge gained needs
additional refinement through interaction with the
technology (Nambisan et al. 1999). Hence, although
domain knowledge may be acquired (which can thereby
influence one’s willingness to try and to explore IS as
proposed by (H3), one’s willingness to try and to explore
IS is needed to develop IS user competency, which is
hypothesized as follows.
H4: Willingness to try and to explore IS will positively
influence IS user competency.
Theory of Expert Competence

According to the Theory of Expert Competence,
competency is dependent upon domain knowledge,
associated psychological traits, cognitive skills, effective
decision strategies, and appropriate task characteristics
such that competency can be applied (Shanteau 1992).
The knowledge, just like expertise, is domain specific.
Therefore, developing expert competence in a particular
domain requires prerequisite knowledge or content
knowledge, but the expertise will only be developed for
that particular domain (Shanteau 1989, 1992). Various
research studies have been cited that indicate the
importance of domain knowledge (or referred to as a
common core of knowledge) for expert performance to be
realized (Libby and Luft 1993; Bonner and Lewis 1990;
Einhorn 1974).
Previous research has identified that employees who were
expected to become proficient IT/IS users needed
significant amounts of knowledge and assistance to
achieve this (Lee 1986) and “in general, participants with
better IS domain knowledge have been found to perform
better than those with less domain knowledge” in contexts
such as program comprehension (Khatri et al. 2006, p.
83). Also, previous research studies have demonstrated
the importance of IS and application domain knowledge
in tasks such as comprehending conceptual schemas and
problem-solving in various contexts (Khatri et al. 2006).
Hence, domain knowledge of and skills in IS is expected
to influence IS user competency.
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H5: Domain knowledge of and skills in IS will positively
influence IS user competency.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The proposed research model was tested utilizing a survey
research method. The target population for this survey is
individuals who are IS users and who utilize IS for
business-related tasks. A nation-wide insurance company
in the Midwest was utilized for the research. Control
variables were added to the survey to assess the
perceptions that participants have on their control over the
ability to innovate with IS, versus being restricted to
routine usage.
The factor measurement items for the full-scale survey
were refined based on the results of a pilot study. All
items were assessed on a 7-point Likert scale, with 1
being strongly disagree and 7 being strongly agree. The
sample size for the full-scale survey is 596 participants.
Participants averaged 11 years of work experience with
the current organization, and 23 years of total work
experience. For IS experience, participants averaged 19
years of IS experience. Considering that two introductory
questions were included in the survey to affirm that they
were IS users and utilized IS in a business-context, and
the extensive experience with IS, this sample is deemed
appropriate for the current study.
DATA ANALYSIS

Reliability analysis was conducted utilizing Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients and all four factors achieved acceptable
levels above .90. Also, items were reviewed for internal
consistency – ensuring that no items have low correcteditem total correlations (i.e., below .5) and no
improvements in Cronbach’s alpha coefficients occur if
any item was removed. Based on this review, no issues
were noted and all items appear internally consistent.
Statistical analyses were conducted to assess reliability,
skewness and kurtosis, common method variance, and
discriminant and convergent validity. Results of analyses
were acceptable and because of the presence of some nonnormality, a logarithmic transformation of the data was
performed.
Covariance-based structural equation
modeling using maximum likelihood (ML) estimation
was utilized to assess the measurement and structural
model. A measurement model for all factors was
analyzed to provide support for the assumption of
unidimensionality, with the final model achieving
acceptable fit , χ2 (395) = 2555.594, p <.001, CFI = .901,
RMSEA = .096, SRMR = .088. Although the chi-square
statistic is significant, this can be attributed to the large
sample size. The structural model, which also achieved
acceptable fit, suggests that all direct paths to IS user
competency are significant – capability of perceiving IS
value (B = 0.092; p = .006), domain knowledge of and
skills in IS (B = 0.125; p = .001), and willingness to try
and to explore IS (B = .603; p < .001) (see Figure 1).
Also, other significant paths include the paths from
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domain knowledge of and skills in IS to capability of
perceiving IS value (B = 0.237; p < .001) and willingness
to try and to explore IS (B = 0.402; p < .001). The model
accounts for 46.4% of the variance in IS user competency.

.237* *

Domain
Knowledge &
Skills in IS

.402* *

Capability of
Perceiving IS
Value

.125* *

Willingness to
Try and to
Explore IS
*p <=.01

.092*

ISUser
Competency

.603* *

**p<=.001

Figure 1. Research Model
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

Based on the results from this research study, all five
hypotheses are supported. In other words, domain
knowledge of and skills in IS influence IS user
competency both directly and indirectly through
capability of perceiving IS value and willingness to try
and to explore IS. Hence, one’s understanding of IS will
enhance one’s ability to identify the benefits and
opportunities that IS can provide. Knowledge and skills
in IS will also influence one’s propensity to explore and
willingness to try to use IS, as well as one’s IS user
competency.
Capability of perceiving IS value and willingness to try
and to explore IS directly influence IS user competency.
The results suggest that if an IS user is able to recognize
the potential of IS, this perception can influence their IS
user competency. Also, if an IS user is willing to engage
in utilizing IS and experimenting with it, this can also
increase their level of IS user competency. Interestingly,
the results suggest that the factor that has the most
significant, direct influence on IS user competency is
willingness to try and to explore IS. Hence, the most
important factor in improving an IS user’s ability to
utilize IS to its fullest potential and obtain the greatest
performance from IS use is one’s willingness to be
exploratory with IS and one’s attempt to use IS.
Therefore, in this research, we derived a parsimonious
and validated model to understand IS user competency.
CONTRIBUTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This research study provides support for the Future Time
Perspective Theory, Theory of Trying, and Theory of
Expert Competency in an IS user competency context.
Therefore, based on the propositions of the Future Time
Perspective Theory, being able to understand the benefits
and opportunities of IS is important to obtaining the
greatest performance from IS. Contributing to this
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capability of perceiving IS value is an individual’s
domain knowledge of and skills in IS. The results are
consistent with valuing the “utility of what is learned for
the future” (Simons et al. 2004, p. 345). Hence, having
the knowledge of IS and the ability to operate IS can
influence the value that one can perceive in IS.
In regard to the Theory of Trying, the findings provide
support for the antecedent of domain knowledge of and
skills in IS influencing one’s willingness to try and to
explore IS. Consistent with the suggestions of research
participants from the previous research study
(Eschenbrenner and Nah 2007), competent IS users have
the capability to attempt new activities. Also, the
research results provide support for the importance of
willingness to try and to explore to realize IS user
competency. In fact, this factor has more influence than
domain knowledge of and skills in IS as well as capability
of perceiving IS value. Consistent with the Theory of
Expert Competency, competency is dependent on an
individual’s knowledge and skills in a particular domain.
In particular, expertise in an IS competency domain is
dependent on an individual’s IS knowledge and IS
capabilities, which is consistent with previous expert
performance studies (e.g., Bonner and Lewis 1990).
Based on the factors that were studied in this research,
practitioners may consider creating or restructuring future
training that focuses on strengthening or developing these
core IS-specific factors. For example, circumstances may
need to be intentionally staged such that individuals have
an opportunity to try and to explore IS, and are
encouraged to make themselves vulnerable to making
mistakes with IS.
Future IS training or interventions may entail
emphasizing or assisting in understanding the benefits,
opportunities, and value that IS can provide. Previous
research has found that more successful IS development
occurred when a department improved its perceptions of
IS value versus a department that did not experience these
perception improvements (Bannister 2002).
Hence,
interventions can include exercises in which individuals
improve upon their capability of perceiving IS value.
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Potential limitations include the generalizability of the
findings to other organizations, industries, and
technologies.
Hence, the generalizability of these
findings needs to be tested in other organizations and
industries. Future research can be conducted to further
examine additional factors that may impact IS user
competency such as managerial and organizational factors
that may enhance or constrain IS user competency.
Future research may evaluate IS training and
interventions to assess the resulting IS user competency
achieved which can provide further insights into the
importance of these factors.

Validation of a Model of IS User Competency
CONCLUSIONS

This research study contributes to the understanding of
IS-specific factors associated with IS user competency.
More specifically, a model comprising IS-specific factors
and their relationships with IS user competency was
validated through a survey study. The results of the
survey revealed that all three factors are important to IS
user competency, with willingness to try and to explore IS
having the greatest influence. Therefore, although it’s
very important for individuals to perceive the benefits and
opportunities of IS and possess the ability to use IS, it’s
even more important for IS users to be willing to attempt
to use IS and experiment with it. Overall, identifying the
factors of IS user competency may shed light onto
promising areas for future research as well as enhance the
potential for improvements in IS proficiency.
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